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Abstract 
 
This article examines how the dormitory labour system as it is employed in the agricultural 
streams of Canada’s Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) affects workers’ everyday 
sociality. In the article I demonstrate how the physical compression of home and work into a 
singular geographic site shapes workers’ identities and everyday relationships. Drawing on 
findings gathered from interviews with migrant farm workers from Mexico and Guatemala 
working in Southern Ontario, I explore how the requirement to warehouse temporary 
foreign workers directly on employer property collides with workers’ ability to establish an 
autonomous and dignified life in Canada. In particular, I demonstrate how the TFWP 
agricultural dormitory system produces inter-generational dynamics that intensify worker 
self-discipline and generates gender dynamics that support the development of a hyper-
productive transnational workforce. 
 
Keywords: Temporary Foreign Worker Program; Migrant Workers; Canada; Dormitories; 
Precarious Work 
 
Introduction 
 
As the global workforce is becoming increasingly mobile, the need to find ways of tethering 
workers to far-flung worksites is growing. This article deals with a phenomenon that is 
mounting in importance as workers are expected to be more movable, both transnationally 
and within national borders: the phenomenon of workers physically living together at work. 
In Canada, the contemporary experience of living at work is most commonly associated with 
sprawling work camps that accompany Canada’s extractive resource industries, such as those 
found in Alberta’s oil sands (Fionda 2017). This system of capturing workers to the worksite 
is of similar importance to industrial agriculture in Canada, an industry whose employment 
needs are largely met through the recruitment and retention of transnational migrant 
labourers. The historical and contemporary experience of living at work in Canada has 
typically involved workers spending extended periods of time in temporary worker housing 
facilities that are geographically separated from workers’ families and communities. In a 
global context in which the world of work is increasingly tied to flexibility of movement, 
there is an increased need to understand what kinds of social relations are produced as a 
result of physically attaching workers’ home lives to the worksite. By investigating the living 
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at work experiences of migrant farm workers from Mexico and Guatemala in Southern 
Ontario, in this article I set out to examine how co-workers negotiate the shared practice of 
workplace living in employer provided housing, colloquially known as ‘bunkhouses’.  
 
I first encountered the problem of bunkhouse living when I spent two consecutive 
agricultural seasons (a total of 16 months) working and living alongside several groups of 
migrant workers from Mexico on three different farms in Southern Ontario. These included 
a small tobacco farm in Norfolk County where I worked alongside 12 workers, and two 
medium-sized fruit orchards, one in Essex County and one in the Niagara region, each 
employing approximately 25 workers. For this work I was hired through a Canadian non-
profit organization (Frontier College) that at the time placed volunteers on farms to work 
directly with migrant agricultural workers to deliver educational programs such as language 
and literacy instruction (Perry 2013). As a form of remuneration, I worked as a hired farm 
hand. I also lived in employer-provided bunkhouses for the duration of my tenure. The 
following vignette, which is based on a contemporaneous diary entry, is indicative of the 
types of social relations that I witnessed among my co-workers in these three different 
bunkhouses. 
 
It had been a long hot day of planting tobacco seedlings, and one of my co-workers was sitting by himself on a 
patch of grass outside of our bunkhouse, an old barn converted into a worker dormitory. While our other co-
workers were inside preparing dinner and taking turns using the one shower provided by the employer, this 
one man was still in his work clothes. He had no intention of joining his workmates in this nightly dormitory 
ritual. He invited me to join him on the grass. ‘I think we need a new boss,’ he said. He was upset about an 
event that had taken place on our way home from the fields earlier in the day. The employer drove out to pick 
us up after 12 hours of planting seedlings. We were all understandably tired and were looking forward to the 
end of the workday. The boss piled about six of us onto the flatbed of his truck and we headed back to the 
farm. On the way, this one worker casually lay down. The employer brought the vehicle to a sudden stop, and 
stormed out of the driver’s seat. He confronted this ‘unruly’ worker, who had broken a workplace rule – that 
workers must sit alert and be ready for work at all times.  
 
The employer rounded on his employee. ‘You think you’re tired now? Let me give you another four hours and 
then we’ll see how tired you are. My. Mexicans. Don’t. Sit. On. Their. Asses.’ This worker responded to the 
employer in Spanish that he didn’t care how much he was yelled at, that soon enough he would be back in 
Mexico. The boss, unable to understand what the worker was saying, was fuming. ‘You can make the rules 
once you start signing the cheques around here,’ he said. ‘One more word out of you and I’m sending ALL of 
you back to Mexico’. This was a clear threat to deport not only this insubordinate worker for his workplace 
indiscretion, but also his (and my) co-workers. Silence ruled the rest of the ride back to the bunkhouse. 
 
This uncomfortable silence refused to subside, and infused the bunkhouse environment that evening and for the 
next couple of days. By alienating him from the everyday social life of the dormitory, our co-workers were 
punishing their workmate for prompting a dramatic scene involving the employer. This particular worker did 
not have any access to friendships outside of his immediate circle of workmates, thus intensifying this social 
isolation. It was this worker’s first year as a migrant farm worker in Canada, and he was dismayed that his 
co-workers had not supported him in his act of individual defiance against their employer. On the grass that 
day, he quietly told me that he felt his co-workers were more interested in keeping their jobs than standing up 
against abuse.  
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While most of my co-workers returned to work on that farm in subsequent seasons, after this season was 
completed, the employer did not request this particular worker’s return.  
 
I offer this vignette as an illustration of how the bunkhouse can intensify the power relations 
that permeate migrant farm workers’ everyday lives in Canada’s TFWP. This solitary worker 
faced a backlash from his bunkmates for disrupting the accepted norms of workplace 
relations. His decision to stand up to his boss provoked unrest in his domestic life, and 
aggravated an already stressful work situation. The story provides a springboard for 
examining how the folding of workplace and domestic relationships into one tightly 
regulated geographic site shapes the assembly of a productive workforce through everyday 
face-to-face social interactions among workers. 
 
Migrant farm work in Canada 
 
Canada’s Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) has two distinct labour migration 
streams for the recruitment of migrant farm workers to work in the Canadian horticultural 
industry. While these programs are quite similar, there are some key differences. Canada’s 
Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP) was established in 1966 and is Canada’s 
oldest continuous transnational labour migration program (Basok 2002). The program, 
which is currently administered by Employment and Skills Development Canada (ESDC), is 
a bilateral agreement between Canada and Mexico as well as several Caribbean countries. 
The program pairs Canadian horticultural employers with eligible workers from these 
participating sending countries. These workers are themselves recruited by local Ministries of 
Labour in the countries where they reside. SAWP contracts range in length from 6-8 
months. SAWP work permits expire on December 15th of each year, and so workers must be 
repatriated by that date. In 2002, Canada introduced the agricultural stream of the TFWP to 
complement the SAWP. Unlike with the SAWP, agricultural employers who use this stream 
may hire workers from any country. In the case of Guatemala, a local intermediary handles 
worker recruitment (Gesualdi-Fecteau et al. 2017). Under the agriculture stream of the 
TFWP, the employment contract is not restricted by length of time, and employers may hire 
workers to work longer than 8 months and beyond December 15th. This is particularly 
appealing for greenhouse employers who may require workers after this date (Gesualdi-
Fecteau 2014). Agricultural employers are free to use either stream. TFWP visa regulations 
require that agricultural workers who participate in either stream be bound to a single 
employer for the duration of their contracts. According to their employment contract, all 
SAWP workers are required to reside on employer property. For workers in the agricultural 
stream of the TFWP there is no such requirement. However, many of these workers do live 
in worker accommodations provided by the farmer. In Ontario, Mexican and Guatemalan 
workers often work in the same workplace and reside together in employer-provided 
housing. Rates of return for migrant agricultural workers from Latin America who 
participate in these programs are very high, and workers often spend many consecutive years 
going back and forth between Canada and their home countries (Hennebry 2012). 
 
Living at work on Canada’s farms  
 
Living at work is not a new phenomenon. Often associated with 19th and early 20th century 
forms of industrial paternalism, large-scale factory systems in countries such as Japan, the 
United States and the United Kingdom included provisions for worker accommodation and 
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family housing. In pre-welfare state societies, these arrangements were put in place in 
exchange for worker fidelity and obedience, and to inspire a protracted relationship between 
employees and their employers (Nelson 1996; Pun and Smith 2010; Smith 2003; Tone 1997). 
In Canada, work camps have historically been employed to capture mobile labour for the 
purposes of resource development and nation building. In contrast to the strategic utility of 
providing worker accommodations as a way to engender protracted bonds of dependence 
and reciprocity between firm and employee, historically, worker housing in the context of 
Canadian resource industries was designed to attach single transitory workers to isolated 
worksites. Canada’s lumber, mining, and railroad industries in particular relied heavily on 
work camps as a way to affix mobile workers, a great many of whom racialized and 
immigrant men, to remote worksites. With notable exceptions (Bradwin 1928; Li 1988), 
scholarship has largely left unexamined the identities and lived experiences of these 
bunkhouse workers.  
 
Currently, the construction and management of workforce housing is a growing industry in 
North America, particularly within sectors that rely on temporary and mobile workers, such 
as oil, gas, and mining operations. An interest in capturing the camp-life experiences of 
workers affected by employment-related geographic mobility has accompanied the industrial 
expansion of on-site worker housing (Angel 2014, Dorow 2018, Halseth et al. 2013). For 
example, Target Logistics, the largest global manufacturer of workplace accommodations 
and an active builder of work camps in Alberta’s oil sands, has produced a series of white 
papers that aim to address issues related to workforce housing (Target Lodging 2018). These 
articles include research on such topics as substance abuse (Chandler 2014), work camp 
nutrition (Wanjek 2013), and optimizing worker sleep behaviour (Rothstein 2013). This 
research, conducted on behalf of the work camp industry itself, examines the impacts of 
workplace accommodations on worker wellbeing, including in the areas of psychosocial 
stress and physical health. This industry-supported research offers an intriguing argument for 
improving the material structures of workplace accommodations in the name of industrial 
productivity. However, an analysis of power in this research is often obscured. While some 
research outside of North America has examined the quotidian politics of living at work, 
particularly in the context of large-scale electronic factories in China (Pun 2005, 2007, 2012; 
Pun and Smith 2007), there remains a need to better understand how the dormitory labour 
system in Canada is increasingly shaping mobile workers’ everyday life-worlds, identities, and 
relationships to agricultural production.  
 
Given the centrality of Canada’s TFWP to addressing the labour needs of employers in 
Canada’s agricultural industry, an examination of migrant farm workers’ experiences of living 
at work may offer a valuable contribution to this conversation.  
 
Migrant farm worker accommodations most often take the form of single-sex, single-
ethnicity bunkhouses that are comprised of communal rooms for sleeping, cooking, and 
bathing (Fairey et al. 2008). Researchers report a significant discrepancy in the quality of 
worker accommodations on Canadian farms (Díaz Mendiburo 2014; Preibisch and Otero 
2014). While some employers do provide well-maintained and spacious housing facilities, 
descriptions of overcrowded and dilapidated accommodations abound in the extant 
literature. Recent research by Díaz Mendiburo and McLaughlin (2016) provides a detailed 
accounting of common housing-related problems recorded by workers themselves, including 
problems with heating and ventilation, inadequate kitchen and bathroom facilities, 
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overcrowding, and a general lack of privacy. The broad consensus of the research from 
Canada is that, while there are exceptions, migrant farm worker dormitories are not built 
with workers’ wellbeing in mind.  In other words, bunkhouses are not designed as spaces 
where workers are meant to gather, socialize, or otherwise live out a dignified life in Canada. 
On the contrary, these architectural structures are designed solely to warehouse workers 
temporarily until the end of their contracts, thereby entrenching the regulatory 
immobilization of migrant farm workers in Canada (Smith 2015).  
 
Important research into the agricultural streams of Canada’s TFWP has ascertained that, 
regardless of the relative quality of worker housing in any given workplace, attaching the 
bunkhouse to the worksite shapes how power relations are experienced on Canadian farms 
(Preibisch 2010). Most troublesomely, researchers from Canada have noted how the 
bunkhouse extends the reach of employer control beyond the immediate sphere of work to 
encompass the domestic and intimate domain of migrant workers’ home lives. McLaughlin 
(2009) in particular offers a scathing review of how the bunkhouse operates as a disciplinary 
technology of worker surveillance. In her work documenting the occupational health and 
safety risks associated with the SAWP, McLaughlin notes how farmers often employ 
arbitrary dormitory rules to regulate worker behaviour and mobility (McLaughlin 2009). 
Examples include segregating workers by ethnicity and country of origin, enforcing 
mandatory dormitory curfews, prohibiting visitors, and attempting to restrict and control 
sexual relationships (Cohen and Caxaj 2018; McLaughlin 2009; Preibisch 2010; Preibisch and 
Encalada-Grez 2010). Workers’ precarious citizenship status is an important factor 
contributing to the bunkhouse as disciplinary workplace technology (Preibisch and Otero 
2014). While TFWP workers have legal status to work in Canada, the structure of the 
program is such that migrant farm workers are constantly at risk of deportation as penalty 
for any perceived workplace infractions (Basok, Bélanger, and Rivas 2014; Vosko 2018). As 
workers’ visas are bound to an individual employer, termination, just or otherwise, 
necessarily results in premature repatriation. At the same time, workers themselves are 
recruited from among the semi-proletariat and proletariat and have limited opportunities in 
their home countries, and as such are committed to retaining the work that they have in 
Canada (Binford 2009). Many workers support spouses, children, and extended families back 
home, meaning that losing a job in Canada can affect more people than just the individual 
worker (Wells et al. 2014). Workers therefore rarely resist, but rather normally acquiesce to 
poor bunkhouse conditions for fear of losing their position in the program, and as a result 
their ability to work in Canada (Preibisch and Otero 2014). The convergence of bunkhouse 
and workplace therefore represents a confluence between the state, employers, and workers 
in the creation of a remarkably productive transnational agriculture labour regime. 
 
Some notable research on migrant agricultural labour in Canada has examined the effects of 
employer-provided accommodations on workers’ wellbeing (see Díaz Mendiburo 2014; Díaz 
Mendiburo and McLaughlin 2016; Fairey et al. 2008; Hennebry 2007; McLaughlin 2009; 
Mayell 2016). For example, poor bunkhouse sanitation and overcrowding has been shown to 
negatively affect the health of workers beyond the boundaries of the workplace, such as 
disrupting workers’ eating and sleeping patterns (Díaz Mendiburo and McLaughlin 2016; 
McLaughlin 2009), and facilitating the spread of infectious disease (Hennebry 2007). 
However, research is yet to address how the physical compression of work and home into a 
singular geographic site may shape worker identities and everyday relationships, and how 
these may affect the development of a hyper-productive workforce. It is important to note 
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that recent research examines how migrant farm workers find ways to disrupt the spatio-
temporal constraints that the TFWP imposes on workers, particularly by fostering 
relationships with each other in social spaces apart from the agricultural 
workplace/bunkhouse (Reid-Musson 2017). That notwithstanding, geographically situating 
dormitory structures directly on the farm and away from local communities means that 
workers spend much of their off-work time socializing with their co-workers in shared 
accommodations (Horgan and Liinamaa 2017). More than just a site of labour capture, the 
bunkhouse therefore also provides a physical structure within which workers struggle to 
cultivate a home life, however constrained, outside of work. While some research has 
examined how migrant farm worker bunkhouses may be transformed into spaces of mutual 
care (Mayell 2016; Paz Ramirez 2013), the existing power relations that permeate the union 
of work and residence are such that workers face considerable challenges to fostering caring 
dormitory relationships. The remainder of this article engages with migrant farm workers’ 
first-hand descriptions of face-to-face interactions with fellow workers in TFWP 
bunkhouses, and how these affect the formation of worker subjectivities. 
 
Methods 
 
This living at work case study is grounded in an analysis of semi-structured interviews that I 
conducted with 28 migrant farm workers from Mexico and Guatemala working and living in 
and around the town of Leamington, Ontario, a hub of Canada’s tomato, cucumber, and 
pepper greenhouse industry and the primary host community to migrant agricultural workers 
in the province. All research participants were living in bunkhouses on employer property at 
the time of the interviews. I recruited workers throughout the peak months of one 
agricultural season and I conducted interviews on an on-going basis between May and 
October.  
 
I had a two-fold recruitment strategy for enlisting workers to participate in interviews. First, 
I was given permission to introduce myself to workers participating in free English as a 
Second Language classes and computer literacy classes offered by Frontier College, the non-
profit organization with whom I had worked in previous years. Second, I employed a 
snowball technique, and asked interviewees who felt comfortable doing so to reach out to 
any fellow workers they thought may be interested in participating in the research. 
Researchers have often utilized this latter recruitment method as a strategy to access ‘hidden’ 
or difficult to reach populations (Faugier and Sargeant 1997), including migrant workers 
(Basok and Bélanger 2016; Horgan and Liinamaa 2017) and recent immigrants experiencing 
precarious work situations (Premji et al. 2014).  
 
The demographic make up of my sample was varied. Of the 28 workers I interviewed, 24 
were men and 4 were women. This ratio is consistent with the gender composition of 
Canada’s migrant agricultural workforce, as participating employers heavily favour male 
workers. Interviewees ranged in age and tenure in the program to a considerable extent. 
With a mean average age of 40, the sample included 8 participants between the ages of 20-
29, 5 participants between the ages of 30-39, 11 participants between the ages of 40-49, and 
4 participants between the ages of 60-69. With a mean average length of tenure of 10 
agricultural seasons, the sample included 14 participants who had spend 1-9 agricultural 
seasons in Canada, 10 participants who had spent 10-19 agricultural seasons in Canada, and 
3 participants who had spent 20-29 agricultural seasons in Canada.  
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With the exception of one, I conducted all interviews in Spanish. I translated all quotations 
used below into English. I did not offer honoraria. As per the requirements of institutional 
ethical review, all participants were required to sign an informed consent document. In the 
interests of maintaining participant confidentiality, I provided pseudonyms to all 
interviewees. With a view to initiating vibrant discussions that highlighted worker agency as 
opposed to an over-emphasis on worker constraint, these interviews accentuated workers’ 
roles as active producers of their own social environments (Maynes, Peirce and Laslett, 2008; 
Mirchandani et al. 2018). These conversations were also guided by my own previous first-
hand experiences of working on farms and sharing bunkhouse spaces with migrant farm 
workers. These experiences enabled me to position myself as a researcher with a 
demonstrated commitment to developing shared understandings through these joint 
experiences (Allen 2006; Boccagni 2011). As a researcher, these experiences may have 
offered access to a more intimate familiarity of workers’ life-worlds than I would have had 
otherwise.  
 
Co-living meets co-working 
 
Lucas, a worker from Guatemala, was 40 years old at the time of our interview, and was 
nearing the end of his 2-year contract at a medium-sized greenhouse operation. Like many of 
the workers I interviewed, Lucas claimed that the daily experience of living at work 
undermined his ability to live an autonomous life outside of work. A crucial element of 
Lucas’s experience was the feeling that he had no physical respite from the workplace and 
from his co-workers.  
 
When Lucas talked about his bunkhouse, he described a living area that was seamlessly 
intertwined with the workplace. Lucas described the dormitory as an architectural 
afterthought, an ad hoc dwelling physically fused to the greenhouse packing area. This layout 
ensured that workers did not need to step outside in order to start work in the morning or 
return to their bunks in the evenings. He described a bunkhouse with two floors. He and is 
87 co-workers slept in a communal living area on the second floor. The bunkhouse kitchen 
and bathroom were located on the ground floor in the warehouse/packing area. According 
to Lucas’s description, this arrangement compelled workers to prepare their meals and to 
enter and exit the shower in the presence of other co-workers who were working a different 
shift. He depicted workers wrapped only in towels dodging moving forklifts as working co-
workers lifted and carried heavy pallets full of produce. Apart from the warehouse itself, 
Lucas’s bunkhouse had no communal area for eating or socializing. The employer placed 
several picnic tables directly on the warehouse floor for workers to sit and eat their meals. 
 
There are scholars both in Canada and elsewhere (e.g. Binford 2006; Griffith 2006; 
McLaughlin 2009; Perry 2015) that have portrayed ‘guest-worker’ life on farms as a 
contemporary example of a ‘total institution’ as theorized by sociologist and ethnographer 
Erving Goffman (1962). Reading Lucas’s description of bunkhouse living brings to life this 
analysis and demonstrates how completely the institutional framework of Canada’s TFWP 
seems to infiltrate almost every aspect of migrant farm workers’ home lives while in Canada. 
Regardless of the relative quality of a given bunkhouse, the physical collapse of home and 
work into a single blended site where both labouring and non-labouring activities take place 
produces a chaotic social environment that invariably affects intra-worker relationships 
 8 
(Cravey 1988). This is consistent with current research on the connection between housing 
and wellbeing. For example, Bruscaloni et al. (2015: 37), who study residential satisfaction in 
the context of Italian housing estates, offer the following reflection: 
 
Housing hardship does not stem solely from the quality and the suitability of 
the dwelling; it also derives from the system of relationships with the 
surrounding environment, the management of communal and relational 
spaces, and the perception of personal circumstances and space. 
Given the intense proximity that shared accommodations on Canadian farms impose on 
workers, this observation is particularly germane to the present discussion. When Lucas 
talked about his bunkhouse, he did mention poor conditions, such as a leaky roof, but for 
him a broader complaint was how living at work offered no physical break from workplace 
relations. In his words: 
 
It’s a very difficult problem, because we can’t just leave work, go home, cook 
dinner, rest and forget about work for a while. Here under this system I am 
always at work, even if I am not working, I am always at work. 
Lucas’s description of freshly showered men running through a warehouse and dodging their 
fellow co-workers as they continue to work illustrates vividly the type of relational 
environment produced by living at work on Canadian farms. As we see from Lucas’s 
account, the intended purpose of the bunkhouse as a structure to warehouse workers 
collides with individual workers’ everyday navigation of communal living. What emerges is a 
fraught relational space. Other research participants talked about how bringing a group of 
strangers together in this way felt unnatural, and resulted in a lack of mutuality and care that 
would otherwise ground consensual friendships. For example, Consuela, a 60-year-old 
greenhouse worker from Mexico who was in her 18th season in the SAWP at the time of our 
interview described her dormitory relationships as an ‘arranged marriage’. This impression of 
involuntary intimacies was one that was generally shared by research participants.  
 
Even though participants often attributed their tendency to compete with each other to 
cultural baggage (many workers made negative reference to Latin Americans as being 
inherently aggressive), workers’ proclivity to compete is cultivated by the structure of 
Canada’s labour migration regime (Preibisch and Encalada Grez 2010). Dormitory 
relationships must be understood in this context. The bunkhouse exacerbates workers’ lack 
of temporal and spatial control over workplace and living conditions, which can result in co-
workers’ engaging in quotidian power struggles (Hennebry 2006). That notwithstanding, 
recent ethnographic research conducted with Jamaican SAWP workers (Mayell 2016) shows 
how bunkmates do take care of each other in times of crisis, such as when a fellow worker 
suffers a serious workplace injury. This same research examines how workers distract 
themselves from work in their free time by playing games, such as dominoes, with their 
fellow bunkmates. These are important examples of how worker identities and cultural 
practices can surface in the bunkhouse in such a way that may cultivate worker resiliency 
(Griffith 2006). However, the interpersonal obligations that bunkmates may forge with each 
other are situationally generated by the institutional structure of Canada’s TFWP and are 
thus shaped by the power relations inherent to the program. Within this frame, the need for 
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workers to maintain their place in the program is often at odds with co-workers’ desires to 
form solidaritous relationships.  
 
Lourdes, a 40-year-old tomato greenhouse worker from Mexico in her 11th year in the SAWP 
described the social isolation she felt in spite of her living in such close proximity with fellow 
workers. Describing her relationship to fellow dormitory residents she said simply, ‘we are 
not friends’. Similarly Ian, a 44-year-old worker from Mexico in his 17th year in the program 
at the time of our interview, described the situation thus:  
 
We are not friends, but we are not enemies either. We treat each other like co-
workers and nothing else. Like, there is no other thing except to get up in the 
morning and spend your days working. 
Similarly, Iván, a 36-year-old worker from Mexico who spent 4 years in the SAWP 
commented: 
 
With all people you don't get along. Always you complain about someone 
about something, and the other person they complain about something, about 
someone too. All the time complaints about everything. Nobody is happy with 
nobody. 
The living at work arrangement tangles the terms of workers’ relationships. On the one hand 
they are co-workers, participating in a highly divisive workforce and competing with each 
other for jobs, and on the other hand, they are simultaneously housemates, forced to work 
out how to live peaceably with one another in an institutionally manufactured social 
environment.  
 
Inter-generational disciplining  
 
Goffman (1971) examines how face-to-face interactions are shaped by the entitlement, use, 
and control of bounded territories, which he categorizes as either ‘fixed’ or ‘situational’. 
Fixed territories, such as a private dwelling, are structures that are geographically attached to 
a single claimant. Goffman describes situational territories, such as park benches and 
restaurant tables, as permanent equipment located in a setting intended for temporary use. 
Migrant farm workers’ descriptions of life on farms emphasize how their relationship to the 
bunkhouse is purely situational. In the words of Emmanuel, a 26-year-old Guatemalan 
worker with 2 seasons of experience:  
 
I am not in my house and you are not in yours. All of us are in a place that 
belongs to none of us.  
As a relational space, the bunkhouse is therefore produced through workers’ ongoing 
everyday micro-negotiations around the temporary use and control of whatever shared 
situational paraphernalia may be found in a given dormitory, such as kitchen and laundry 
appliances. Interviewees described how workers’ sense of entitlement within the bunkhouse 
was often unevenly distributed, and largely correlated to workers’ length of tenure in the 
program. For example, Mauricio (26 years old; 1 season) discussed how workers with the 
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most tenure had the most control over communal bunkhouse amenities, such as the 
bathroom and the stoves. He expressed frustration at not being able to take a shower before 
his more senior co-workers had taken theirs. This dynamic was confirmed in a separate 
conversation with his bunkmate Javier, a 45-year-old worker from Mexico in his 11th season. 
Similarly, Hidalgo, a 26-year-old worker from Mexico in his second year in the program, 
described how more established bunkmates took control of bunkhouse life. He talked about 
how his older co-workers   
 
…always shower first. Always. They leave us go last. There is a lot of 
selfishness. Many times older workers don’t want to teach what they know. 
Hernán, a 22-year-old worker from Mexico expressed a similar irritation with his older 
bunkmates. He said:  
 
They think that because they are more experienced, they are better than us.  
For their part, older workers often talked about how younger workers needed to be 
socialized to bunkhouse life. Many of these senior workers had spent upwards of a decade 
trying to build and maintain a sustainable living environment under difficult situations, and 
having a system to socialize new bunkmates was perceived as an essential means of 
producing an agreeable equilibrium. Younger workers on the other hand, described feeling 
coerced into performing a submissive role in the bunkhouse.  
 
Intended or not, the unfortunate consequences of these bunkhouse skirmishes contribute to 
what McLaughlin (2010) and Barber (2000) refer to as a performance of subordination 
among migrant workers trying to maintain their place in a highly competitive program. There 
are intra-worker and inter-generational aspects to this performance that to my knowledge 
have not been examined in the TFWP literature. Research participants’ testimonies revealed 
how the micro-politics of living at work organize the transference of self-disciplining 
performances inter-generationally. Mauricio, who reflected on his own future in the 
program, described this dynamic thus:  
 
Older workers can really hurt you, but in two years I’ll be able to make new workers 
work really hard. I know I shouldn’t be thinking like that, because at the end of the 
day, the one who is winning is the boss. Why? Just because I demonstrate that I am 
such a big shot? 
 
While these dynamics were reported to an extent by all interviewees, they were diminished in 
those dormitories that contained more space for individual and small group privacy. In 
particular, those workers that resided in bunkhouses that incorporated some outdoor space 
reported more ease of relations. For example, several of these workers talked positively 
about their experiences of planting flower and vegetable gardens with their co-workers, and 
of organizing social events on weekends in these outdoor spaces. These outdoor spaces, 
when they existed, served as public convergence points that offered a place for workers to 
gather and where intimate relationships could emerge outside of the instrumental domestic 
functions of bunkhouse living. These few examples underline how, when worker wellbeing 
is taken into account in the design of worker accommodations, the dormitory can be a place 
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where worker identities and shared attachments are formed. Unfortunately, these latter 
accounts were more the exception than the rule.  
 
The gender dynamics of bunkhouse relations 
 
Gender and experiences of sexual harassment are strong organizing elements in how 
relationships are textured and regulated differently for men and women in the TFWP 
(Preibisch and Encalada Grez 2010; Reid-Musson 2017). The fraught situational face-to-face 
interactions produced by the geographic collapse of home and workplace into a single 
bunkhouse therefore exhibit distinct gender dynamics. As discussed, bunkhouses are 
segregated by sex. In her research on the maquila factory systems of Northern Mexico, 
Salzinger (2003) observed that in mixed-gendered industrial workplaces both men and 
women workers are similarly interpellated toward hyper-masculinized productive 
subjectivities. While the routine antagonisms that living at work produces may be a key 
ingredient in the gendered production of a captured workforce of ‘masculinized super-
producers’ on Canadian farms (Salzinger 2003: 116), important research has examined how 
the experiences of male and female migrant farm workers differ in some important ways 
(Preibisch and Hermoso Santamaria 2006). This is also true of intra-worker bunkhouse 
relations. 
 
For male workers, bunkhouse relationships were often organized according to contradictory 
facets of working-class masculinities (Morgan 1992). Many male participants described how 
mocking behaviours were employed to delineate group boundaries and establish bunkhouse 
hierarchies. This is consistent with research on the embodied performance of bonding 
strategies among male workers in competitive masculinized occupations (Monaghan 2002). 
Participants described how being the subject of mischievous jabs, or ‘playful violence’, 
discouraged non-conforming bunkhouse behaviours (Denzin 1984). For example, Mauricio 
talked about how his bunkmates would tease him about wanting to learn English or for 
exercising during his free time. His co-workers referred to him openly as a ‘ballerina’ for 
attempting to forge friendships outside of the bunkhouse, thereby asserting dormitory 
dominance by questioning Mauricio’s sexuality. While many participants described 
bunkhouse relations that were organized through the celebrated performance of 
heterosexual masculinities, workers’ common identities as transnational family providers also 
offered some occasion to foster comradeship and solidarity (McLaughlin et al. 2017). For 
example, Celso (62 years old; 26 seasons) and Emilio (61 years old; 27 seasons), two workers 
from Mexico who had lived in the same bunkhouse over the course of 25 consecutive 
seasons at the time of research, often spent their evenings in the bunkhouse kitchen talking 
about their respective families with fellow SAWP elders.  
 
On the other hand, recent scholarship reveals how the pressures of the program are different 
for women than they are for men (Cohen and Caxaj 2018; Preibisch and Encalada Grez 
2010; Reid-Musson 2017; Weiler 2018). Women workers regularly deal with the stigma of 
being a bad mother, or of being sexually available, and face sexual harassment from their 
employers and male co-workers. These are stressors that inevitably infiltrate dormitory 
relationships among female bunkmates. Particularly germane to this discussion is the 
reported stereotyping of women migrant workers as having a propensity to engage in 
dramatic infighting in the dormitory (Preibisch and Encalada Grez 2010). It is within this 
context that women migrant workers’ experiences of bunkhouse relationships must be read. 
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Women reported how their employers, who imposed rules related to curfews and visitors, 
tightly controlled their dormitories. However, when women participants discussed their 
bunkhouse relationships, they overwhelmingly talked about the need to collaborate with the 
employer to maintain an orderly and peaceful living situation.  
 
Lourdes and Consuela, who shared a bunkhouse with 48 women from Mexico and Jamaica, 
discussed the need to enforce a set of ‘internal rules’ that complemented those imposed by 
the employer. These self-imposed rules typically regulated the most mundane activities of 
daily life. They provided the example of requiring bunkmates to fold the clothes of the 
person who used the dryer before you. They shared these internal rules with the company 
representative, who then took on the responsibility of enforcing these rules through a system 
based on worker complaints. In the words of Lourdes, asking the company to enforce 
bunkhouse rules that were created by workers themselves meant the company  
 
… could help us to live together well… they know that if we don’t obey the 
rule to fold the clothes, this will cause problems.  
Participants claimed to have reported their co-workers to the company representative for 
digressions such as cleaning their tennis shoes in the washing machine and not folding the 
previous washer’s clothing. Self-imposing dormitory regulations and having the employer 
involved in their enforcement contribute to a performance of military orderliness that 
purposefully belies the stereotypes of women workers as problematic. In contrast to male 
workers, who often spent their Sunday afternoons socializing in town, women workers 
reported spending much of their limited free time organizing and cleaning their bunkhouses. 
This performance of orderliness and domestic control provided a means for women workers 
to disrupt common stereotypes of women migrants as sexually available and prone to 
dramatic infighting. As a result, women farm workers were much more likely then their male 
counterparts to be socially isolated and to engage in unpaid domestic work in their off time.  
 
In general, blending workers’ production and social reproduction activities into one 
employer-controlled geographic site complicates the emergence of worker solidarities. By 
suturing the dormitory to the worksite, migrant farm workers are rarely free from the 
institutional power relations inherent to Canada’s Temporary Foreign Worker Program. In 
addition to negatively affecting worker health and wellbeing, this arrangement encourages 
quotidian power struggles that intensify worker competition and that often cut across 
generational and gender lines. Institutionalizing a living at work system can thus cultivate 
fraught intra-worker social relations that can contribute to the creation of a hyper-
productive, hyper-exploited workforce.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This article offers an empirical case study to help better understand the social dynamics of 
living at work. Examining migrant farm workers’ experiences of dormitory living exposes the 
jagged edges of work camp life for a growing population of mobile workers. Regardless of 
the relative quality of dormitory living conditions, attaching temporary foreign workers’ 
homes directly to the worksite reproduces and intensifies the inequitable power relations 
inherent in Canada’s temporary foreign labour migration regime. On an everyday scale, being 
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tied to the workplace through the mechanism of the bunkhouse means that TFWP social 
relations operate as the determining frame within which workers’ social and private lives 
evolve while they are in Canada. The hardships associated with living at work are therefore 
derived not only through poor bunkhouse conditions, as has been examined in detail in the 
literature, but also from the inter-personal relationships that are involuntarily imposed on 
workers as they navigate dormitory life. The dormitory labour system ensures that migrant 
farm workers in Canada have little respite from work and few opportunities to organize a life 
in Canada free from the gaze of employers and from constant face-to-face contact with co-
workers. By engaging with migrant farm workers’ first-hand narratives of living at work, I 
have been able to show that workers’ private lives are fused to the workplace. While there is 
some indication that shared accommodations can produce supportive relationships that 
encourage resiliency, particularly in times of crisis, this unnatural fusion more often than not 
produces inter-personal dynamics that exacerbate workers’ exploitation. 
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